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REPORT. 



TN December, 1880, a circular was issued proposing 
the formation of a society for the encouragement 
and promotion of the study of Dante's life and works, 
and inviting those who would be interested in the ob- 
jects of the society to become members. In the fol- 
lowing February Mr. Longfellow, who had consented 
to accept the Presidency of the Society, received the 
members at his house ; and at that and at a subsequent 
meeting, held at the house of Professor Norton, the 
organization of the Society was completed by the adop- 
tion of a set of By-laws and the election of a board of 
officers. These By-laws provide that the Society shall 
be called the Dante Society ; that the general direction 
of the Society shall be in the hands of a Council of six 
members ; that an Annual Meeting shall be held in 
Cambridge on the third Tuesday of May, at which the 
Council shall present a report of their proceedings in 
print. 

The Council, in fulfilment of this duty, herewith 
present their first Report, and must begin with the ex- 
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pression of their sense of the irreparable loss which 
the Society has sustained by the recent death of its 
first President They refer for a notice of Mr. Long- 
fellow's services to the Remarks appended to this 
Report. 

During the year there has been a gradual increase in 
the membership of the Society. Since the first meet- 
ing the number of members has been doubled. As 
the extent of the Society's work depends in great 
measure upon the number of its members, it is de- 
sirable that its ranks should be still further increased. 
In this connection it should be borne in mind that 
the Society is intended to include not only Italian 
scholars, but those as well who are willing to promote 
undertakings in the interest of letters and history. 
The Council believe that the numbers of the Society 
can be considerably increased by the individual efforts 
of members. 

Already in the prospectus of the Society mention 
had been made of the desirability of printing the 
hitherto inedited Comment on the Divine Comedy by 
Benvenuto da Imola. The importance of this Com- 
ment is well known. Composed in the early part of 
the fourth quarter of the fourteenth century, little 
more than fifty years after the death of Dante, by a 
man of knowledge of the world as well as of books, 
versed in the personal and political history of the pre- 
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ceding century, a friend of Boccaccio, and himself one 
of the chief men of letters of his time, it contains a 
larger amount of information concerning the conditions 
of Italy and the personages mentioned in the poem than 
will be found in any other of the early comments, and 
is of such value as an historical document that Mura- 
tori, in 1738, in the first volume of his Antiqiiitates 
Italicce Medii AZvi> published large excerpts from it. 
The portion thus published included very little of the 
verbal and philosophical interpretation of the poem. A 
pretended Italian translation, mutilating and misrepre- 
senting the original in the grossest manner, appeared 
at Imola in 1855-56. No version, however trust- 
worthy, can satisfactorily supply the place of the orig- 
inal for the use of scholars. The publication of the 
Latin text in its integrity would provide students of 
the poem with the most important contribution to the 
interpretation of it that remains to be made from the 
fourteenth century. It was known that the late Lord 
Vernon, whose memory will always be held in honor 
by students of the Divine Comedy, had made prepa- 
rations for the publication of Benvenuto's Comment ; 
but it was understood that his death, in 1866, had put 
a stop to the undertaking. Steps were therefore taken 
by the Society towards obtaining an exact copy of the 
manuscript now in the Libreria Laurenziana in Flor- 
ence, and arrangements for publishing were made with 



12 FIRST ANNUAL REPORT 

Messrs. James R. Osgood & Co., of Boston. A portion 
of the copy of the manuscript had already been re- 
ceived, when the Council received information that the 
present Lord Vernon had taken steps to carry out his 
father's design, and had placed his copy of the Lauren- 
tian manuscript of the Comment in the hands of an 
editor in Florence, that it might be immediately put to 
press, with the expectation of issuing the work com- 
plete within the course of the present year. 

Although the Council regretted that the Dante 
Society should be deprived of the credit of the first 
complete publication of the Comment which the stu- 
dents of the Poet have so long desired, they could not 
but regard as natural the unwillingness of Lord Ver- 
non that the design cherished by his father should be 
executed by other hands than his own. Two issues of 
the Comment were not required. The Society's pro- 
posal of publication was therefore withdrawn. 

Another object which the Society has had in view is 
the establishing of a library of Dantesque literature. It 
is of great importance that American students of Dante 
should have opportunities for study and research with- 
out the necessity of a journey to Europe. Yet no 
public institution in this country can offer satisfactory 
material for such work. The Society finds itself in a 
position to aid in making such a result possible. A 
member of the Society has arranged to have his Dante 
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library deposited ultimately in the Harvard College 
Library. This collection is now accessible to any one 
who may desire to make use of it, upon application to 
the Secretary. It contains, besides a long series of edi- 
tions, most of the works treating directly of Dante and 
his writings, published prior to the year 1866, which are 
of any considerable importance for historical and bio- 
graphical study, or for critical examination of the text, 
or for the study of the substance of the Divine Com- 
edy. It only remains for the Society to supplement 
and continue this collection by the purchase of con- 
temporaneous publications, and to be watchful for op- 
portunities of adding to it valuable manuscripts and 
editions which may from time to time be offered for 
sale. The Council is at the present moment negotiat- 
ing for the purchase of a manuscript of the fifteenth 
century. The Society has received and transferred to 
the Library a gift from Mr. Robert N. Toppan of a 
copy of the edition of the Divina Commedia with 
Landino's comment, printed at Venice in 1529, one of 
the least common editions of the early sixteenth cen- 
tury. From recent publications a number of books 
have been selected and ordered* which will be placed 
in the Harvard College Library. 

The Society has reproduced this year for its mem- 
bers the well-known mask, of which there is a tradition 
that it was taken from the face of Dante after death. 
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This mask, which represents the Poet as he appeared 
in the later years of his life, bears a striking resem- 
blance to the youthful portrait attributed to Giotto, 
on the wall of the Bargello in Florence. The sub- 
stance of an essay by Professor Norton, comparing 
these two most important likenesses, is to be found at 
the end of the first volume of Longfellow's translation 
of the Divina Commedia. The reproductions were 
made from the copy of the mask belonging to Mr. C. 
C. Perkins. 

It seems proper that the Society should keep record 
of what is being done in America on Dantesque sub- 
jects. The most notable event of the past year to 
American students of Dante has been the appearance 
of the twenty-first canto of Dr. Parsons's translation of 
the Purgatorio, which was published in the December 
number of the Catholic World. 

Much work of interest to the Society remains to be 
done. The Council are contemplating the publication 
of a catalogue of the books accessible to American 
students of Dante, designating where each book is to 
be found and on what conditions it can be used. An- 
other task of a similar kind would be the preparation 
of a bibliography with critical notes, adapted to the use 
of those beginning the study of Dante. It may be 
possible in the course of time for the Society to pub- 
lish occasional papers on Dantesque subjects, with the 
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design of uniting them ultimately in a volume. Eng- 
lish translations of the Convito and the Letters are 
needed. A more ambitious work would be an edition 
of the Divine Comedy with a comment collated from 
the original and most valuable comments. Other 
services which may be rendered by the Society to 
students of Dante may in the future suggest them- 
selves. It still remains the object of the Society to 
encourage the study of the life and works of the 
supreme Poet. 
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